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Sir,
The article “Asylums and Authors” is an attempt to bring
to the Mental health professionals, a summary of the
conditions of mental “asylums” from the 17th century
onwards, as depicted by various authors.
It has brought out the evolution of mental institutions over
time, and various authors’ depictions of the same. The
author has chosen to start the narrative from 1868 (Hard
Cash, by Charles Reade), and has traced the same till 1962
(One flew over the cuckoo’s nest, Ken Kesey) in the
international arena. However, the review could have looked
into works published beyond 1962. Further, there appear to
be some notable omissions, which are listed as follows:
1. Charlotte Randall’s ‘The Curative’ (2000, Penguin): it
is a brilliantly researched and well written story set in
the early 1800s, where the protagonist is chained to a
wall in the “asylum” and narrates his story to his mute,
unmoving and dying cellmate. This work documents
many of the early treatment modalities that are
considered bizarre now, and elaborates the conditions
prevailing in the then Bedlam asylum, London, in the
early 1800s.
2. Thomas Harris’s ‘The Silence of the Lambs’ (1988,
St. Martin’s Press): besides the superb rendering of
the character of Dr. Lecter, this book also throws insights
into the working and patient care in more modern
psychiatric hospitals.
3. Carolyn McKinnon’s ‘Insanity, Inc.’ (1996, Audenreed
Press) : The author is a psychiatric nurse from Bangor,
Maine and her book describing the appalling conditions
prevailing in her hospital led to an enquiry and
subsequent termination of directors and some of the
unnecessary programs there.
4. Annette Gisby’s ‘Drowning Rapunzel’ (2003, Global
Authors Publications): where the protagonist has
recently been released from a  mental hospital and
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fears being sent back there again, due to the prevailing
conditions.
5. Some works from the Indian subcontinent, though
restricted by being lesser in number and also language
barriers, do deserve mention. These include Saadat
Hasan Manto’s Toba Tek Singh, which is translated
into English and is widely available (Fleming et al, 1985).
In the conclusion of the article, the author talks of the Indian
Mental Health Act (1987) which seems slightly out of place
in this work as it has not adequately been woven into
“asylums” and contemporary authors or their works. Further,
the author concludes by recommending totally avoiding
“straight” ECT, which is not backed by scientific evidence
in the article to merit such a sweeping generalization.
Further, the conclusion could have also highlighted how these
works have influenced general and political thinking at
various times. It was perhaps necessary to throw more
light on how advancements in psychiatric research resulting
in changes in psychiatric treatment practices over time have
been reflected in various novels and short stories.
Besides these shortcomings, the effort has been successful
in bringing together the major works portraying the
conditions of mental hospitals for the perusal of busy mental
health professionals, and may inspire them to read some of
these major works.
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